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The sacking of David Nutt from his position as Chair of a UK government science advisory council 
has thrown the interface between science and policy into sharp relief. Justine Davies takes a look 
behind the scenes.At the end of October last year, after a 
decade of working with the UK govern-
ment’s Advisory Council on the Misuse 
of Drugs (http://drugs.homeoffice.gov.
uk/drugs-laws/acmd), David Nutt, a lead-
ing expert on recreational drugs, was 
accused of lobbying for a change in gov-
ernment policy and sacked from his role 
as Chair of the committee. His dismissal 
came after he gave a lecture in which he 
noted that some recreational drugs, which 
scientific studies show cause little harm 
to users, were classified as dangerous 
according to the UK government’s drugs 
policy. Nutt was invited to give the lecture 
in his capacity as a scientist, rather than 
as a government employee, but he was 
still aware of its political ramifications. “I 
intended the lecture not to be politically 
motivated,” he says, “but I was sensitive 
to the issue of it being potentially political 
and ran it through the Science Secretariat 
of the Home Office [in the UK govern-
ment] beforehand. They even helped me 
prepare the slides.” Despite these precau-
tions the Home Secretary, Alan Johnson, 
thought that Nutt had crossed the line 
between giving advice and advocating for 
a change in the government’s drugs pol-
icy and deemed that his position within 
government was no longer tenable.
Nutt says of his sacking that it “will 
make it very difficult for any scientific 
advisor to think that they are indepen-
dent; they will be wondering ‘does every 
comment need to be scrutinized.’ It also 
brings into question the independence 
of many government committees.” Cer-
tainly Nutt now thinks that scientists 
advising government should be within 
“truly independent committees, where 
the government can either accept or 
reject their advice, but they remain com-
pletely independent.”
The shock at Nutt’s dismissal prompted 
leading members of the UK scientific com-
munity to construct a set of “Principles for 
the Treatment of Independent Scientific 
Advice” (http://www.senseaboutscience.390 Cell 141, April 30, 2010 ©2010 Elsevierorg.uk/index.php/site/project/421). These 
principles stress the need for government 
advisors to maintain academic freedom, 
to be free to communicate their interpreta-
tion of evidence, and to be able to operate 
independently of government and for their 
advice to be given proper consideration 
by government. In a positive step, many of 
these principles have been welcomed by 
both scientists and the Science and Tech-




There is always some tension at the 
intersection of science and policy. Scien-
tists are trained to make decisions based 
on the evidence that their research has 
presented them with. However, explains 
John Marburger, who was Chief Scien-
tific Advisor to US President George W. 
Bush and is former director of the Presi-
dent’s Office of Science and Technology 
Policy or OSTP (http://www.ostp.gov), 
“very few decisions that governments 
have to make can be decided unambigu-
ously on scientific evidence. It seems to 
me that social and ethical considerations 
are at least as important as scientific 
considerations when it comes to public 
health and environmental issues.”
The Chief Scientific Advisor’s Role
Whether the issues are related to drugs 
policy, stem cell research, or the myriad 
other subjects that they must consider, 
the Chief Scientific Advisor to govern-
ment has a huge remit. In addition, the 
Chief Scientific Advisor cannot be an 
advocate for science but rather has to 
present impartial advice to policy mak-
ers. “I think one of the most important 
jobs of a high-level advisor is to cut 
through all the advocacy noise and lay 
out the issues as plainly as possible,” 
says Marburger.
Regarding his broad remit, John Bed-
dington, Chief Scientific Advisor to the 
UK government says, “I am supposed  Inc.to advise the Prime Minister and Cabi-
net on all matters to do with science and 
engineering. However, given the breadth 
of science and engineering it is largely 
impossible for a single individual to be 
able to do this unaided.” He continues, 
“I have extended the roles of the CSAs 
[chief scientific advisors] in each of the 
major [government] departments so that 
now every major department of state, 
including MI5, has a CSA. I meet with 
this network of CSAs pretty much every 
6 weeks. We also have subgroups of this 
group which deal with, for example, cli-
mate change, food security, issues like 
that. So, part of the job is leading that 
network of CSAs, who are embedded in 
each department.”
Beddington’s counterpart in the US is 
John Holdren, Chief Scientific Advisor to 
President Obama and Director of OSTP. 
Holdren explains that his advice “falls 
into two broad categories, which are sci-
ence and technology for policy, and pol-
icy for science and technology.” Advice 
on policy for science and technology 
covers a wide variety of issues includ-
ing science and technology education 
and science and technology workforce 
issues, in addition to making “recom-
mendations and coordination on issues 
such as the research and development 
budgets of the various federal agencies 
that have large R&D responsibilities,” he 
says. Providing science and technology 
advice for policy involves “making sure 
the President gets independent advice 
about science and technology germane 
to whatever policy issues are on his plate.” 
This means that the 60 staff members at 
OSTP have to cover scientific topics as 
diverse as stem cells, space exploration, 
and climate change.
To help with this broad remit, the OSTP 
works in close consultation with the Pres-
ident’s Council of Advisors on Science 
and Technology or PCAST (http://www.
ostp.gov/cs/pcast). OSTP also regularly 
calls upon external scientific experts as 
well as employing experts on longer-term 
political assignments. “I came from NIH 
[National Institutes of Health] and I am on 
a detail here, which means I am ‘on loan’ 
to this office from my home office,” says 
Diane DiEuliis, a neuroscientist and Senior 
Policy Analyst at OSTP. “I deal with issues 
related to things that were in my scientific 
experience at NIH. We also have physi-
cists who come in from NASA, ocean 
specialists from NOAA, and geologists 
from USGS, to work on space, climate, 
ocean and energy issues,” she says.
Communicating Effectively
Collating and critically analyzing scien-
tific information is just the first part of 
the job of the Chief Scientific Advisor; 
the next is communicating this advice to 
those in government. For this part, says 
Holdren, “we have the great benefit in 
this administration of having a leader in 
President Obama who very clearly and 
deeply understands the importance of 
science and technology for the many 
challenges that we face in this country 
and around the world. So we have a very 
good listener and decider with whom 
we interact on these matters.” Holdren 
says in a typical week he sees President 
Obama “two or three times, in different 
formats. Sometimes it’s one on one, 
sometimes it’s in a small group such 
as the ‘green cabinet,’ which is the set 
of cabinet members and agency heads 
who are responsible for energy and envi-
ronment issues, or an ad hoc set of the 
President’s advisors assembled to brief 
the President on a particular issue.”
In addition to academic excellence, 
the Chief Scientific Advisor needs many 
other skills. “People skills are very impor-
tant for working with a very different set 
of stakeholders, with ministers at one 
end and civil servants at another, right 
through to the public and the stakehold-
ers outside of government,” says Bed-
dington. Holdren points out that “part 
of being a scientist and being effective 
at it is the willingness to communicate 
and the capacity to do so. There are very 
few problems these days that any single 
person has all the expertise required to 
answer.”William Clark, Professor of Interna-
tional Science, Public Policy, and Human 
Development at the Harvard Kennedy 
School (http://www.hks.harvard.edu/) 
says that next to academic credibility, 
an ability to listen is key. “As you move 
into giving science advice, for your work 
to have influence you have to respond 
to what the policy people feel to be their 
questions, you can’t just give them your 
answers to the questions you wish they 
had…This is rather different to what sci-
entists are used to, which is setting out 
to answer their own research questions.” 
Clark points out, however, that after lis-
tening hard to what people in the policy 
process want to find out about, science 
advisors are also in a good position to 
inform governments about issues that 
are considered important among the 
scientific community. “Certainly the 
policy people didn’t realise that climate 
change was a problem until scientists 
informed them,” he says. Some ques-
tions are chosen by the Chief Scientific 
Advisor such as the impact of “increas-
ing population and prosperity,” which 
Beddington has raised, some are cho-
sen by policy makers, and some may be 
imposed by outside events, such as the 
earthquake in Haiti. Another essential 
requirement, he says, is “even handed-
ness. People in the policy process have 
to believe that the scientists are treating 
them seriously and have their interests 
at heart, or that they are, at least, neu-
tral.” Finally, there is the key diplomatic 
skill of being “respectful of those we are 
advising,” which Clark believes is “one 
of the hardest things for many of us to 
develop.”
Advising from Outside Government
There are many platforms outside of 
government through which scientists 
can provide advice to policymakers. 
For example, the American Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Science 
(AAAS) has just launched an initiative 
called Expert Labs (http://expertlabs.
org), with the goal of putting the gov-
ernment in touch with a broad array of 
scientific experts. Entrepreneur and 
blogger Anil Dash, Director of Expert Cell Labs, says “We’re going to tap into 
the expertise of the policy community 
to identify what questions need to be 
answered, [then] we’re going to tap 
into the technology community to col-
laboratively build platforms that help 
get those questions answered, and 
finally, we’ll tap into the science and 
technology communities to provide the 
answers themselves.” Dash envisages 
that contacting experts will be possible 
“by taking advantage of the social net-
works they already have, so that con-
tributing to our project takes no more 
effort than participating in the conver-
sations and communities that experts 
are already engaged in.”
For its inaugural project, Expert Labs, 
in collaboration with OSTP and AAAS, is 
requesting help from the scientific com-
munity to define the “Grand Challenges” 
of the 21st century (http://promo.aaas.org/
expertlabs/). The main stipulation is that 
ideas should focus on “hard, unsolved 
scientific or engineering challenges that 
will have significant economic or soci-
etal impact and address an important 
national priority.” Scientists have been 
asked to submit their own ideas and also 
to comment on President Obama’s list 
of challenges put forward in his Strategy 
for American Innovation, including smart 
anti-cancer therapeutics, educational 
software, intelligent prosthetics, and bio-
logical systems to degrade radioactive 
and toxic waste. Comments and ideas 
can be submitted using email, Twitter, or 
Facebook.
“Expert Labs is the next logical step 
toward enhancing the US policy-making 
process by infusing it with a broad range 
of expertise,” says Alan Leshner, the 
CEO of AAAS. He also thinks it will help 
get more scientists to think about how 
their work relates to “real-world” deci-
sions. “To succeed,” he says, “the new 
initiative will require the participation of 
three different categories of experts: 
scientists, policy-makers, and technolo-
gists. For scientists, this will require a 
shift in focus beyond the laboratory and 
a willingness to help identify and respon-
sibly apply the broader implications of 
their work to society.”
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